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ULTIMATE REALITY AND MEANING IN LUTHER'S
THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS: NO OTHER GOD,
BUT THE INCARNATE HUMAN GOD
DENNIS
NGIEN
Toronto, Ontario

Martin Luther understood well the hubris of human reason, and its
perpetual presumption to grasp God in his transcendence. To
counteract this, Luther points forcibly to the incarnate Deity as the
definitive revelation of God in the gospel. Whoever wants to find God
must shun the Majestic God, God in his naked immediacy, and assume
the way of the Divine from below, i.e., from the Incarnate Son. God is
to be found where he wills to be found, that is, "through and in tlus
humanity."' A true theology, which he calls "theology of the cross"
(Theologia Cmir), must observe t h s rule: grasp God in the way Scripture
teaches us-cling to the God at his mother's breasts, and to the God
who hung on the cross and was raised from the tomb.' Any attempt to
execute an opposite movement will either end in utter ignorance of God
or dash us against the terror of the hidden and naked God's majesty.

'WA 10,l, 1,208,24 (Postils and Sermons, 1522). See Gerhard Forde, Where God
Meets Man: bther? Dotvn-to-EadhApproach to the GoqeI (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972),
10. In this paper, the American Edition of Luther's Works (ed. J. Pelikan and H. T.
J ~ h m a n[St. Louis: Concordia, 1958- I) is abbreviated as LW; the Weimar edition
(Weirnar: Herman Boehlau Nachfolger, 1883- ) is abbreviated as WA; Studiensausgabe
(hrsg. von Hans-Ulrich Delius perlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1979- I) is
abbreviated as StA.
'LW 26,18-19; WA 101,77-78 (Gal., 1535); LW 31,53; WA 1,363,14 (Heidelberg
Disputation, 1517). See also Walter von Loewenich, where he states: 'The theology of
the cross is a principle of Luther's entite theology, and it may not be confined to a
special period in his theological development. . . . Hence, our investigation has to do
not with a specific stage of development, but with the demonstration of a theological
thinking" (Ld/tber!rTheology ofthe Cross, trans. Herbert J. A. Bouman winneapoiis:
Augsburg, 19761, 13); Alister McGrath, Lwther? Theology of the Cross (Grand Rapids:
(Philadelphia: Fortress,
Baker, l994),148-175; Regin Prenter, Luther? Theologyofthe Cms~
s the Pauhe LGtters
1966), 2; Charles Cousar, A Theology oftbe Cross: The Death o f l c ~in
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990),7-8; Roland Bainton, where he observes that Luther was
lecturing on the Psalms at the time when he coined the term "theologia mn's"(Here I
Stad p e w York: Mentor, 19501, 51); Hermann Sasse, "Theologia Cmn's,," Lutheran
TheobgicaIJournal 11 (1968): 121-122.

Thus, Luther declares: "Outside of Christ there is no God."3 The
metaphysical mystery of Christ's personal union Luther conceives
primarily in terms of redemption. It is imperative, according to Luther,
not to focus on a prior doctrine of God, but rather cltng to the God
who hides in the humanity of Jesus, to the incarnate God, the God with
whom we have to do so as to be safe and saved. He writes: "There is no
more effective consolation than that Jesus is completely human."'
Hence for hun, the ultimate reality is the incarnate Deity, but the
ultimate meaning lies in the redemptive work that this Deity performs
for our good. Luther is more interested in Jesus Christ, not as a "private
person" but as a "public person," regarding what he has aclueved "for
me."5 Christology and soteriology form such a seamless garment in
Luther's thought that salvation is found only in Jesus Christ. T h s
explains why Luther stresses in h s SmalcaldArtich that the "one article
on which the church stands or falls" is not the doctrine of justification,
Driven by the soteriological
but the "dear article on Jesus Chri~t."~
relevance of the person of Jesus Christ, Luther claims that "Christology
is the subject of theology.'"
k t h e r and Chalcedonian Christology
Luther's Christology is not derived from ecclesiastical arguments and
decisions in se, but rather from the biblical representation of Jesus
Christ. Jesus in the Bible enacts both a divine and human life. In so
speaking and acting as God and as man, Christ reveals both the divine
and human nature, and yet he is one and the same person. "First he
speaks as God, then as man. So I learn my article that Christ speaks as
God and as man . . . as if he was a true man; but if he were always to
speak as true man, we could never discover he is also God."' Holy
Scripture, for Luther, is the prior norm for reading the creeds and
councils of the church. Luther is not against church dogmas as such, but
only against a theology that derives dogmas from the church, untested
3WA 3g2,25,17: " E t bene notandm tst et maxime obseruandm, p o d extm Cbrist/mnon
est Dtus a&t/.s."
W A 9,441,21.
'LW 26,298; WA 401,448,2ff (Gal., 1535).
'LW 34,208; WA 50,267,18 (The Three Symbols, 1538); cf. LW 24,23; WA 45,
481-82 an., 1537-38)).
%WATK 2,16: 1265. Also cited in Ian D. Siggins, Martin Lwfher3Doctrine ofChbst
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), 209.
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by the church's norm. Luther writes:
These then are the four principal Councils and the reasons they were
held. The first, in Nicaea, defended the divinity of Christ against
Anus; the second, in Constandnople, defended the divinity of the
Holy Spirit against Macedonius; the third, in Ephesus, defended the
one person of Christ against Nestorius; the fourth, in Chalcedon,
defended the two natures in Christ against Eutyches. But no new
articles of faith were thereby established, for these four doctrines are
formulated far more abundantly and powerfully in St. John's gospel
alone, even if the other evangelists and St. Paul and St. Peter had
written nothing about it, although they, together with the prophets,
also teach and bear convincing witness to all of that.9

For Luther, the basic Christologcal question concerning the person
of Christ is settled at Chalcedon (A.D. 451).1° But he interprets it with
strong leanings toward the Alexandrian tradition, affirming the
substantial unity of the divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ. He has
little in common, however, with the classical monophysites; his
emphasis on the humanity of C h s t precludes monophysitism.ll He
accentuates the unity principle, not by an emphasis on Christ's dwinity,
but rather by an emphasis on his humanity. Christ's humanity is "'the
holy ladder' to his di~inity."'~
Paul Althaus rightly identifies a movement
in Luther's Chnstology "from below to above": "from Chnst as man to
Christ as God and thereby to God.''" Luther a f h s :
For the Scripture begins quite gently, leading us to Chtlst, as to a
human person and then to a Lord, reigning above all things, and then
to a God. Thus I came to recognize God. The philosophers and those
versed in the knowledge of the world, on the contrary, have tried to
begin from above, and so they have been confounded. One must
begin from below and rise up.14

Luther stands Grmly on the principle that the h t e is capable of the
9LW 41,121 (On the Councils and the Church, 1539).
''See Leslie Prestige, God in Patristic Thought (London: S. P. C. K, 1952), 76; Marc
Lienhard, lather: Witness to Jc~usCh&, trans. J . A. Bouman (Minneapolis:Augsburg,
1982), 18-19; Siggins, 223, noted that T'uther doubted the adequacy of Cbalcedonian
orthodoxy, e.g., the traditional meaning o f "person" presents a difficulty for Luther
since it may carry more than one sense, even in Christological statements.
"See LW 22,110, n. 83; LW 24,90-91, n. 52.

'*LW 29,111; WA 57,111 (Heb., 1516); see also LW 41,100-110.
13PaulAlthaus, The Theology ofthe Martin bither, trans. R. C . Schuln (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1966), 181-188.
14SeeWA 12,585-91 (Church Postils, 1523) as cited in Lienhard, 189.

infuute. It is precisely in the finite human person that the infinite God
dwells: "For God has portrayed Himself definitely and clearly enough
in the Word. Therefore it is certain that he who bypasses the person of
Chrtst never finds the true God; for. . .God is fully in Christ, where He
places Himself for us."15 This then leads to Luther's Christological
affirmation: 'Yet these two natures are so united that there is only one
God and one Lord, that Mary suckles God with her breasts, bathes
God, rocks him,and carries him; furthermore, that Pilate and Herod
crucified and killed God. The two natures are so joined that the true
deity and humanity are one."16 Yet, following the Chalcedonian creed
regarding the natures of Christ, Luther is obliged to distinguish between
the humanity and the d~vinity.He asserts against Schwenckfeld that
Christ is a "creature" accorlng to his humanity, and he is a "creator"
according to his divinity. Writes Luther:
Schwenckfeld does not see this; so when he hears the Fathers say that
Christ is a creature according to His humanity, he immediately
attacks, distorts, and misuses the phrase for his own ends. Even if the
Fathers should say: Christ is a creature according to His humanity,
this can be tolerated in some way; but Schwenckfeld wickedly
remarks: Therefore Christ is simply a creature. Why do you not add:
Christ is a creator according to His divinity?"

Biblical Support PsaIms 8 and 1 10
Commenting on Ps 110:l in 1532, Luther finds two natures of Christ
declared in the verse. The first "lord" designates Christ as true God; the
second "lord" designates Christ as true man, denoting that the Messiah,
or Christ, was promised to the fathers, especially to King David, from
whom he was to descend. This psalm clearly contains a powerful
statement about the person of Christ-namely, he is both David's
promised son according to the flesh and God's eternal Son, as well as
the eternal king and priest-and about his resurrection, ascension and
spiritual kingdom.18 Christ and the apostles after him often cite this
Psalm in the NT because it constitutes the core and foundation of the
Chrtstian faith. It confirms the article of faith concerning the person of
Chnst, his kingdom, and hls righteousness. Furthermore in his

"See WA 3g2,99,lO-15 (Die Dipufafioon& divinifuteet bumanifateChristi, 1540). Cf.
LW 26,273; WA 401,427.

comments on Ps 8:l in 1537, Luther ascribes two different titles to
Christ's two natures.lg The first title, "Lord," is ascribed to the divine
majesty, not to any creature, and it means "the right, true and eternal
God." The other title, "Ruler," is attributed to Christ's human nature,
for in Scripture it is a common name used for princes or heads of
household. Since the f i n g is called "Lord, our Ruler," says Luther, it
follows that he must be true God and true man. The unity of the person
of Chnst is affirmed in that Christ is Lord and God according to his
eternal and divine nature; he is Ruler accordng to his human nature and,
indeed, became man to be our sovereign Ruler. As the second person
of Godhead, the incarnate Son ascribes all things to the Father as the
Originator; in his humanity he begins h s lungdom in the earthly Zion
through the gospel.m
Philosoj@ and Theolo~:Man and Personal Union

The personal union must not be conceived as supporting union, for the
two natures are united personally in the unity of the person of Christ.
Philosophic logic cannot express adequately the unity of two natures; in
philosophy, God and humanity are two persons, but in theology they
constitute one and the same person:"
One is the person of humanity, the other is the person of divinity.
However, both humanity and divinity are in Christ. Therefore, there
are two persons in Christ. Response Luther's]: This is the fallacy of
composition and division. In the former you divide human and divine
nature; in the latter you join them. This is a philosophical solution,
but we express it theologically. I refute the consequence because the
humanity and divinity constitute one person in Christ. But these two
natures are distinct in theology according to their natures and not to
the person. They are indistinct, but two distinct natures, although
indistinct persons. They are not two distinct persons, but are distinct
and indistinct; that is they ate distinct natures but indistinct person^.^

For Luther, "man" signifies an existing person in philosophy; but
in theology it means "a certain divinity in Christ.?'*' The syllogism
19LW 12'98 (Ps 8,1537).
2%W 12,50 (Ps 2,1532).
21WA392, 95,32ff.; 98,6ff.

WA39*, 100,6-12: "M.Lutben' contta .!icbwenkj!liAtgw.venta contran'a,alia estpersona
D m , alia homo. Cbn'.rtu.r et homo et Dem Etgo st/nt in co duae personae. R In PbzYosophia eft
vetunr." See also WA 392, 100,9-23.

=LW 38,253 (I'he Word Became Flesh, 1539).

cannot capture the mysteries of faith, especially that of Chnst as both
God and man-a divine subject. Luther writes:
"Man" in philosophy according to its own nature does not signify the
Son of God or a divine person. This is the very thing that we call the
communication of idioms. The syllogism is not admitted into the
mysteries of faith and theology. Philosophy constitutes an aberration in
the realm of theology?
Furthermore:
We say that man is God, and we witness to this by the word of God
without a syllogism, apart from philosophy; phil~sophyhas nothing
to do with our grammar. You should note this because "man" is and
should mean something beyond what it means in the tree of
Porphyry, even if it is truly said that God was made man, as they and
I say. For here it means somethinggreater and more comprehen~ive.~~

The communication of properties requires that the term "Christ,"
when understood as meaning both God and man, carries a "new"
content, designating a concrete unity. Such newness cannot be admitted
into the philosophical context of meaning, for in theology, "the words
used in phdosophy become new."" As Luther says: "The same thing is
not true in dtfferent professions."27 There is "an identity of words" in
both disciplines, but there is "a dtfference in meaning" of the same
proposition. Luther clearly repudiates the equivocation of the
"Sorbonne theologians" in the following passage:
We say: God is man, which is a simple proposition,not two-fold as the
Sorbonnehas made it. We condemn the latter. Every man is a creature,
this is a simple proposition; this is true in philosophy, but in theology
it is false, which is proved in the minor premise, that is Christ is man.
The Sorbome compels us to make all words ambiguous. This is to be
resisted. It is not to be allowed that in this proposition, that is, God is
man, one may unite theology and philosophy because a dstinction is
made between man and man. The man who uses words univocally
speaks consistently,but not the equivocator, and by the fact that they
equivocate they destroy their
The term "man," when used in phlosophy, indicates the person
himself; but in theology, the term, when applied to Christ, designates the
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divine person who assumes into hunself the human nature. Theology is
not directed toward the abstract humanity in itself. It is directed toward
the concrete reality where human nature is assumed by the divinity.29
Whereas in philosophy, these two terms "man" and "humanity" are one
and the same, this is not so in t h e ~ l o g y"Man7'
.~
signifies a person, and
therefore must not be confused with humanityS3'Humanity, for Luther,
means the human nature that has been assumed by Christ the person.
Consequently, one cannot say that the Son of God has assumed a man;
otherwise there would have been two persons.
The hypostatic union, for Luther, means that the Logos always
exists in union with the flesh. It is an event in hstory, but &om all
eternity Christ's dtvinity must not be conceived apart from his humanity
and vice versaP2When Scripture speaks about the divine nature united
with the human in one person, then it is speaking of Christ as
"composite and incarnate, . . . his whole person."" Luther does not
dworce Christ from God as Phhp of Bethsaida did. Rather, Luther
follows the rule: "Outside of C h s t there is no God."34 Luther,
employing the Cappadocian image of iron and f ~ eexplains:
,
"Anyone
who touches the heat in the heated iron touches the iron and whoever
has touched the skin of Christ has actually touched God."15 Contrary to
the Enthusiasts, Luther writes:
We cannot touch or grasp the divine majesty, any more than we would
wish to touch or grasp a devouring fire. . . . That is why he has
presented h s flesh to us, in order that we may attach ourselves to it and
to a certain extent be able to touch and comprehend it. . . . Therefore
do not listen to those who say that the flesh avails nothing. Reverse this
word and say that God without the flesh avails nothmg. For it is on the
flesh of Christ from the virgin's womb that your eyes must be fixed, so

31WA3g2, 1 18,3-4.
32SeeLienhard, 342. It must be borne in mind that Luther did not use the term
"hypostatic union"; rather he used the term "personal union." However, both carry the
same meaning. For a study o f extra-Caluinii~icm,see David E. WiUis, Calvin's Catholic
Ch~&ology.The Function ofthe So-called Extra-Caluinistimm in Calvin5 Theology(Leiden: Brill,
1966). The Logos, for the Calvinists, is infinite, and thus must exist extra Carmen,
unlimited by its union with the flesh. The Lutherans counter the extra-Calvini~ticum
by
coining the phrase "tot~s
intra camem and numquam extra carnem."

%WA3g2,25,17.

"LW 26,266; WA 401,416, 10-12; cf. LW 24,65; WA 45,520.

that you may take courage and say "I have known nothing of God,
either in heaven nor on earth, apart from the flesh, sleeping in the
Virgin's womb." . . . For otherwise God is always incomprehensible, it
is only in the flesh of Christ that he can be grasped.%

Christ: Tbe Person and Work
Luther develops h s Christologyby h s soteriology, understanding Christ's
person in terms of h s work of redemption. This is evident in h s
explanation of the Second Article of his SmallCatechirm, where he quickly
comes to soteriology because &IS is at the heart of his Christology:
I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from
eternity, and also true man, born of the Virgin, is my Lord, who has
redeemed me, a 10st and condemned creature, purchased and won me
from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with
.
gold or silver, but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent
suffering and death, that I may be his own, and live under him in his
kingdom, and serve him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and
blessedness, even as he is risen from the dead, lives and reigns to all
eternity. This is most certainly true."
Luther was not concerned with the constitution of C h s t in the
abstract, but rather with the "for me" aspects of his person, with the
work that he performs as a whole person. The metaphysical mystery of
the hypostatic union is considered solely in the act of salvation.38As
early as 1509, Luther notes in the margin of the Sentencer of Peter
Lombard: "It is not so much a physical or logical determination as a
theological one. It is as if someone were to say: What is Christ?' to
which the loglcian replies: 'He is a person, etc. . . ,'while the theologian
says: 'He is the rock, the cornerstone, et~.'"~' Whde philosophy
concerns itself with God's ontology, theology concerns itself with God's
acts, the end of which is our salvation. Christology and soteriology are
so intertwined in Luther that salvation is only found in Jesus Christ.
"See WA 25, 106,33-107 as cited in Lienhard, 342.
"See Luther's 'The Small Catechism," 1529, in The Book ofConcord The Co.fe~siom
of Evangelical Lutheran Church, trans. and ed. Theodore G. Tappert (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1959), 345.
=Yves Congar, "Considerations and Reflections on the Christology of Luther," in
DiaIogtle Between Ch&ian~(London: Geoffrey Chapman, l966), 377. Klaas Zwanepol rightly
observes in Luther an interplay between Christology and soteridogy ("A Human God:
Some Remarks on Luther's Christology," ConcordaJournal30 (2004):42).
39Seemarginal gloss on Sentences, Lib. Ill, d. 23 in WA 9, 91, 22-24 as cited in
Congar, 70-7 1.
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Christ has two natutes. What has that to do with me? If he bears the
magnificent and consolulg name of Christ, it is on account of the
ministry and the task which he took upon himself;it is that which gives
him his name. That he should by nature be both man and God, that is
for him. But that he should have dedicated his ministry and poured out
his love to become my savior and my redeemer, it is in that I find my
consolation and well-being. To believe in Christ does not mean that
Christ is a person who is man and God, a fact that helps nobody; it
means that this person is Christ, that is to say, thatformhe came forth
from God into the world; it is from this office that he takes his namew
The soteriologcal relevance of Christ lies in what he achieves "for
me" or "for us," not so much in what Christ as such has accomplished.
Not until we appropriate the "for me" meaning of Christ's act of his
self-humiliation do we grasp the import of Christ as our ultimate reality.
In achieving our redemption, Jesus Christ as One indivisible Person,
divine man as well as incarnate God, has humbled himself. His
h u d a t i o n is his direct action as a whole person, an "altogether pure
and innocent Person" who is constituted as "God and man."41 T h s
humihation was, for Luther, credited not only to Christ's humanity, but
also to h s divinity. Christ himself a f h s that it is an active deed of hts
One indivisible Person, "not by compulsion but out of His own Gee
p i ~ i u . 9 9 4 2 <<For in My own Person of humanity and divinity I am blessed,
and I am in need of nothing whatever. But I shall empty Myself (Phil.
2:7); I shall assume your clothng and mask; and . . . suffer death, in
order to set you Gee from death."') This condescension is the
condescension of both the innocent Son of God and innocent Son of
Man, becoming the Person of the sinful race, suffering and dying on the
cross.

Communication ofPr0pet-tie.r
The doctrine of communication of properties is used by Luther to
indicate how he conceives Christ's Person in terms of h ~ redemptive
s
work, his incarnate deity in terms of hts salvific purpose. Although
'OSeeWA 16,217,33ff. as quoted in Congar, 374. For the new Finnish interpretation
of Luther's doctrineof salvationas theosis, see Carl E. Braaten and Robert W.Jenson, Union
with Ch& (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); William T. Cavanaugh, "A Joint Declaration?
Justificationas Theosis in Aquinas and Luther," HgthmpJournal41 (2000): 265-280.
"LW 26,288; WA 401, 448.
421bid.
431bid.

Luther affirms that the work of Christ to conquer sin and death could
be done only by Christ's divinity, he further contends that Christ's
divinity must not be conceived apart from his humanity so that the act
of his divinity was essentially that of his whole person, both human
and divine. The unity of Christ's Person is affirmed in the fact of his
conquest of sin and death, even though strictly speaking, the act is of
his divinity. "The humanity would not have accomplished anything by
itself; but the divinity, joined with humanity, did it alone; and the
humanity did it on account of the divinity."" When Luther speaks of
Christ as a whole person, he speaks of hlrn as the doer of the divine
action, even though "abstractly" speaking, the act is performed only
by the deity.45In this way what is communicated to Christ's humanity
is not merely his divine nature but the divine saving deed, as if the
deed were performed by the man Jesus: "Thus it is said: the man Jesus
led Israel out of Egypt, struck down Pharaoh, and did all things that
belong to God."" "Whatever this person, Christ, says and does, is said
and done by both" natures through the doctrine of communication of
properties.47

*4LW26,267; WA 401, 417-418.
45LW26,265; WA 401, 415.

461bid.
"LW 41, 100-111. Cf. LW 24, 106; WA 45, 557. For a detailed study of Luther's
usage of the doctrine of mnjmuniccdio idomatum, see Dennis Ngien, The Snfeting of God
accordiitg to Mmtin Luther's "Theologia Crucis" (New York: Lang, 1995), 68-86; and idem
"Chalcedonian Christology and Beyond: Luther's Understanding of the Communicaiio
Idomat~m,"HgthropJoumal45 (2004): 54-68. Thomas G. Weinandy writes of Luther: The
mn~municatiomotif is "not divine and human attributes predicated of the one person of the
Logos, but rather the mutual interchange and communication of the divine and human
properties &om the one nature to the othery' (Does God Change? The Word's Becoming in the
[Still River: St Bede's Publications, 19851,105); Wolfhart Pannenberg holds the
~nca~~idion
same view as Weinandy ~e.ru+GodmdMan, trans. Lewis L. WiLkins and Duane A. Priebe
Philadelphia: Westminster, 19771,299-300). In regard to the question of God's suffering,
see ReinerJansen, who states: "However, Scripture witnesses now that God's Son suffers.
Though this refers first of all to Christ's humanity, his divinity is meant at the same time,"
which is to be explained via the doctrine of communz'cdio idomdurn (Studen ~ t Ltrthers
/
Ttinitiidshhn Frankfurt Lang, 19761,116). Ted Peters brings Lutherans into conversation
with Reformed theologians on the issue of divine passibility (GorCthe WorMS Future
[Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 19921, 198-200). Both Jiirgen Moltmann (The Cn/@ed
God [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 19741,205) and Eberhard Jiingel (Godas the My~teetyof
the WorM On the Founddon ofthe Theology ofthe Cm@ed One in the Dispute between Theism and
Atheim, trans. Darrell L. Guder [Grand Rapids: Eerdrnans, 19831, 300, 343, 379-380)
endorse Luther's assertion that God's suffering has an ontological status.
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If the ultimate meaning of Christ's person lies in what Christ graciously
does, then the question is, What was his redemptive act on our behalf? In
particular, what was required for Christ to remove our curse so as to bring
to us his blessing? "He Himself is Lord of the Law; therefore the Law has
no jurisdiction over Him and cannot accuse Him, because He is the Son
of God. He who was not under the Law subjected Himself voluntarily to
the Law.'"8 To be sure, Christ "in his own person" as God's Son does not
commit sins. By enteringinto our place, he truly takes upon hunself all our
sins, and therefore makes himself a sinner, "not only adjectivally but
sub~tantivel~."~~
In our stead, he is "not acting in his own person now; now
he is not the Son of God, born of the virgin, but he is a inner,"^ who
bears the sins of the world "in his body, in order to make satisfaction for
them with His own b10od."~'Luther explains:
When the merciful Father saw that we were being oppressed through
the Law, that we were being held under a curse, and that we should
not be liberated from it by anything, He sent his Son into the world,
heaped all the sins of men upon him and said to him: "Be Peter the
denier, Paul the persecutor, blasphemer and assaulter, David the
adulterer, the sinner who ate the apple in Paradise; the thief on the
cross. In short the person of all men, the one who has committed the
sins of all men. And see to it that you pay and make satisfaction for
them." Now the Law comes and says: "I find Him a sinner, who takes
upon Himself the sins of all men. I do not see any other sins than
those in Him. Therefore let Him die on the cross."52

In the case of Christ, the law rages even more fiercely than it does
agamst us accursed and condemned sinners. "It accused Him of
blasphemy and sedition; it found Him guilty in the sight of God of all
the sins of the entire world."53 It "frightened Him so horribly that He
&LW 23, 369-370; WA 401, 564. For a thorough study of Law and gospel, see
Thomas M. McDonough, The Lmv and the Go~pekA S t d y ofMartin hther's Conjssionaf
Wn'tings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963). See also Dennis Ngien, "Theology
of Preaching in Martin Luther," Themebos28 (2003): 33-39.
"See Robert Bertram,where he cites LW 26,288; WA 401, 448 ("Luther on the
Unique Mediatorship of Christ," in The One Me&atoc The Saints andMmy: htherans atid
Catho&csinDialbgue WII,ed. H . G. Anderson,J. Francis, andJ. A. Burgess winneapolis:
Augsburg, 19921,256).
%LW 26,277; WA 401, 432-434.
"Ibid.

52LW26,280; WA 401,437-438. See also Sigghs, 241.

experienced greater anguish than any man has ever experienced. This is
amply demonstrated by His blood sweat, the comfort of the angel, His
solemn prayer in the garden (Lk.22:41- 44), and Gnally by that cry of
misery on the cross (Matt. 27:46): my God, My God, why hast Thou
forsaken ~ e ? T" h ~
s "remarkable duel" occurs and in it "the Law, a
creature, came into conflrct with the Creator, exceeding its every
jurisdiction to vex the Son of God with the same tyranny with which it
vexed us, the sons of wrath."" Consequent upon his confict with the
law, C h s t
suffered its extreme fierceness and tyranny. By performing and
bearing the Law He conquered it in Himself, and then, when He rose
from the dead, He condemned the Law, our most horrible enemy,
and abolished it, so that it can no longer condemn or kill us.
Therefore it is Christ's true and proper function to struggle with the
Law, sin and death of the entire world, and to struggle in such a way
He undergoes them, but, by undergoing them, conquers them and
abolishes them in Himself, thus liberating us from the Law and evil."

Blessing and Curse

Christ interposes himself in the path of the law and suffers it in order to
bestow his blessing upon us. The secret of the victory is that it occurs
"in h s body and in htmself." The blessing is locked in mortal combat
with the curse in " h s one person." Robert Bertram explains:
Both sets of contraries are really his. If the sin had not been his, as truly
as the righteousnesswas, the law could easily have avoidedits blasphemy
against him by cursing only the one and not the other. However, "he
joined God and man in one person. And being joined in us who were
accursed, he became a curse for us; and he concealed his blessing in our
sin, death, and the curse, which condemned and killed him."57

When two such extremely contrary things come together in Christ, for
Luther, it must be the &vine powers-divine righteousness, life and
blessing-which triumph over the lesser contraries- sin, death, and
curse. Christ, clothed in our sin, confronts the curse through the cross
in order to triumph over it. In Luther's words:
Thus the curse, which brought divine wrath against the whole world,
54LW26,272; WA 401,567-568.
"LW 26,369-370; WA 401, 564. Cf. Philip Watson, Let God Be God (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1947),116.
%LW26,373; WA 401,568-570.
''Bertram, 259-260.
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has the same conflict with the blessing, that is, with eternal grace and
mercy of God in Christ. Therefore the curse clashes with the blessing
and wants to damn it and annihilate it. But it cannot. For the blessing
is divine and eternal, and therefore the curse must yield to it. For if the
blessing in Christ could be conquered, then God Himself would be
conquered. But this is impossible. Therefore Christ, who is divine
power, Righteousness,Blessing, Grace, and Life, conquers and destroys
these monsters-sin, death, and the curse-without weapons or battle,
in His own body and in Himself as Paul enjoys saying?*
Community of WiIiBetween Father and Son

What predicates humanity's sin of Christ is the same wdl that Christ,
who "is God by nature" shares with his Father. Both the Father and the
Son wdl that Christ become the "associate of sinners."59 "Of his
[Christ's] own free dand by the will of the Father he wanted to be the
associate of sinnersmM"[O]nly by taking hold of Christ, who, by the
w d of the Father, has given Himself in death for our sins," is humanity
"drawn and carried directly to the Father."" The "majesty of God,"
whtch for Luther corresponds to the hidden God, the intolerable deity
becomes for believers the majesty of God
of his The Bondage oftbe Will,
who lovingly conquers humanity's sin in h ~ sSon. Thls work is
appropriate only to the Divine majesty and is not within the power of
either man or angel-namely, that "Christ has abolished sin."62 The
majesty of God, before whom we face only terror and judgment, now,
in Christ, encounters the sinner as the majesty of the loving and merciful
God. "The indescribable and inescapable mercy and love of God" is
revealed in the fact that "the Supreme Majesty cared so much for me,
a condemned sinner and a child of wrath (Eph. 2:3) and of eternal
death, that He &d not spare His own Son, but gave Him up into a most
shameful death."63 "Our God, however, has His honour in thts that for
our sakes He gives himself down to His utmost depth, into flesh and
bread, into our mouth, heart and bosom, and more, for our sakes He
suffers himself to be &shonourably treated both upon the cross and

altar."& Accordmgly, to know Christ aright is
to know him as the one who died for me and took upon himself my
sin. . . . There Christ is God and has put himself in my death, in my
sin, and so gives me his loving favor. There I recognize how he
befi-iends me and the utter love of the Father is too much for any heart.
Thus I lay ahold of God where he is most weak, and think, 'Yes, this
is God, this is his will and his good pleasure, what there Christ has done
for me. . . ." Therefore God is to be known alone in ~ h r i s t . ~ ~

Hiddenness: Precise and Absolute
Luther uses a variety of terms in making this distinction. Brian Gerrish
notes that h s term "naked God" corresponds to Luther's "hidden
God," who
is God in himself, a strange terrifying and unapproachable
abstraction. This being so, it appears that one must take into accomt,
not only a dual relationship of God to the world, but also a concept
of God as absolute God, out of relation to the world. This God, too,
stands in antithetical relation to the revealed God, for the revealed
God is the clothed God-the God who is not naked, but clothed
with his
"God clothed" is set against the "naked God"; the "revealed God"
against the ''hidden God." In addtion, Gerhard Forde mentions a third
pair of terms. that sets the "preached God" against "God not
preached."67
While the three sets of terms are interchangeable, only two kinds of
hiddenness are entailed. The first kind is God's hiddenness in h s
revelation, which may be called the p e k e hddenness." God wds to be
64SeeWA 23,157,30 (That These Words of Christ, 1527) as cited by Norman E.
Nagel, "Martinus: Heresy, Doctor Luther, Heresy! The Person and Work of Christ,"
in Seven-Headd Lwther, Essgs in Commemoration of a Q~incentenary1483-1983, ed. P. N.
Brooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 41. Cf. LW 27,72.
"See WA lo1, 277, 18ff. as cited in Nagel, 41. See also Timothy George, Theologv
ofthe Refarmers (Nashville: Broadman, 1988), 59.
&Brian Gerrish, "To the Unknown God': Luther and Calvin on the Hiddenness
of God," JR 53 (1973): 267. See LW 2,46-47; WA 42,284-295 (Gen., 1535-1545).
"Gerhard Forde, Theology isfor Prochnzation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 25. Cf.
trans. and
Bernhard Lohse, MmfinLwtber'J Theolo&v:ItsHistoricaland~stematicD~
ed. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 215-218.
e
nos, nib;[ ad nos," in idem, Entqrechung, GotteeS
@
'
Eberhard Jiingel, " Q ~ a supra
Wabrheit-Memcb.Theologische En?ti!en/ngen(Miinchen: Kaiser, 1980),238ff; see also idem,
where he speaks of the "human" hiddenness as the "specific hiddenness of God under
His opposite" (The Freedom ofthe Cbhtian: Lwfher's S&n$cancefor Conte-oray TbeoIogr,
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known in the precise hddenness, that is, in the human form, Jesus
Christ. Gerrish explains: "His wisdom is hidden under folly, hrs strength
under abject weakness. He gives life through death, righteousness to the
unrighteousness, he saves by judging and damning."69 The second kind
of hddenness has to do with God hidden "behnd and beyond the
word." Luther finds this distinction between the hdden and revealed
God in 2 Thess 2:4:
And lest anyone should think this a distinction of my own, I am
following Paul, who writes to the Thessalonians concerningthe AntiChrist that he will exalt himself above every God that is preached and
worshipped (2 Thess. 2:4). This plainly shows that someone can be
exalted above God as he is preached and worshipped, that is, above
the word and rite through which "God is known to us and has
dealings with us; but above God as he is not worshipped and not
preached, but as he is in his own nature and majesty, nothing can be
exalted, but all things are under his mighty hand.""

This hiddenness is called the ab~ol.tehddenness that Luther confronts
most acutely in hls discussion with Erasmus on why, if there is no
human freedom, some believe and others do not. The specific text in
question is Ezek 18:23: "I desire not the death of the sinner, but rather
that he should be converted and live." Erasmus contends that if God
does not desire the death of the sinner, human free will must be the
cause of it. Luther, however, saw that Erasmus's inference of free will
from this text has confused law with gospel, thereby turning the
marvelous delight of the gospel promise into a terrifying statement of
law. For Luther, the Word "I desire not the death of the sinner" is not
an abstract statement about God not preached; rather it is "the sweet
voice of the gospel, that is true of the preached God.'"' Luther states:
"For he is here speaking of the preached and offered mercy of God, not
of the hidden and awful will of God by which he ordains by his own
counsel which and what sort of persons he wills to be the recipients and
partakers of his preached and offered mercy."" God not preached,
revealed, or worshped poses a lrrmt for proper theological discourse.
We are to leave the absolute God alone and cleave to the God clothed
in his Word. "God must be left to himself in his own majesty, for in this
trans. R. A. Harrisville Philadelphia: Forttess, 1988],33-35).
69Gerrish,268.

'"LW 33,139.
71Forde,Theobgy rjfor Prodamation, 24.
72LW33,138-139.

regard we have nothing to do with him, nor has he willed that we should
have anythmg to do with hun.But we have something to do with hun
insofar as he is clothed and set forth in h s Word, through which he
offers himself to us and whch is the beauty and glory with which the
psalmist celebrates hun as being ~lothed."'~
The distinction between the hdden God (ludden in the second,
absolute, sense) and the revealed God (ludden in the fixst, precise, sense)
does not mean two deities, but one and the same who "works life, death
and all in all." God himself is defined as "hddenness"; divine hiddenness
belongs to divine essence. As Luther puts it: "God is the one who is
hidden. This is His pecuhar pr~perty."'~By indicating that hiddenness
belongs to God's essence, Robert Jenson notes, Luther continues the
medieval trahtion of identifjmg God's deity by means of mere negatives
such as invisibility, intangibility, and ineffability." "For what God is in His
nature, we cannot define. We can well determine what He is not."76God
"cannot be comprehended in His unveiled majesty"because the true God's
majesty is his hddenness, ungrasped by any but himself. "God sees that
tlus way of knowing God (in his naked majesty) is impossible for us; for,
as Scripturestates (I Tim. 6:16),He dwells in unapproachable hght.'" God
affvms himself as the sovereign subject of theology, not an object of
human subjectivity. But Luther breaks with the tradition by r e d e h g
God's hiddenness (in the &st, precise, sense) as God's will to hide himself
in the antithesis of the cross of Christ. Since God's hddenness is the
predicate of God's deity, God's self-revelationin C h s t is not an abolition
of h s hddenness. Rather God reveals himself by precisely hiding so that
his hiddenness is also a predicate of h s revelation. Jenson writes: "God
reveals hmself by hdmg yet again, by exercising his very deity, but now
hiding under the opposite of all that sheer omnipotence whch hides him
and is his mere deity, under weakness and forgivenessand death.'"' Luther

74LW6, 148; WA 44, 110,23ff. (Gen.).
75RobertJenson, The Triune Identip (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), 27. See also
Gerhard Ebeling,where he wrote of the speculativemystical theology of Neoplatonism
which seeks to hear the uncreated Word, to seek God "in total immediacy, naked man
meeting naked God" (LsrfhecAnIntroductionto Hk Thought,trans. R. A. Wilson b n d o n :
Collins, 1970], 230ff.).
76LW2,46; WA 42,294 (Gen.): "Nmquid Dews in ndura sei, dejnire nonpossumws.
Hoc benepo~sxwusa!ejnire quid non est."
771bid.
78 Jenson, 28.
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has God say: "From an unrevealed God I will become a revealed God.
Nevertheless I will remain the same God."79 God, in his own life,
corresponds to Christ coming and being crucified. God really is what he
has shown h s e l f to be, accordmg to which the absolute hiddenness of
God cannot be understood as a hiddenness that possibly contradicts h s
revelation.
The absolute hidden God is not the ultimate reality of our faith and,
therefore, does not concern us. Luther keenly observes "this general
rule: to avoid as much as possible any questions that carry us to the
throne of the Supreme Majesty. For there is a great danger in involving
one's self in the mazes of the Divine Being."'w This understanding is
furnished in his Christological interpretation of Ps 51:1, where he
declares that the "absolute God" (or "naked God") and the human
creatures are the "bitterest of enemie~."~'
From this absolute God everyone should flee who does not want to
perish. . . . Human weakness cannot help being crushed by such
majesty. . . . We must take hold of this God, not naked but clothed
and revealed in His Word; otherwise despair crushes us. . . . The
absolute God is like an iron wall, against which we cannot bump
without destroying ourselves. Therefore Satan is busy day and night,
making us run to the naked God so that we forget His promises and
blessings shown in Christ and think about God and the judgement of
God. When this happens, we perish utterly and fall into despakW

Not only does the majesty of the naked God destroy the creature,
but also the revealed God is hostile to anyone who refuses to receive
him as he is offered in the gospel. Eberhard Jiingel, in commenting on
Luther's understanding of the correspondence between the hidden and
the revealed God in their apparently contradictory acts, indicates how
both the majesty of the hldden God and the Word of the revealed God
teach the Somatic dict~m:'What is beyond us is none of our business":
The revealed God is hostile to that person who has become his own
enemy. For whoever elevates himself above the preached God so as
to rise to the God beyond us thereby rises above the (revealed) one,
and elevates himself, even that of the revealed God. In this selfelevation, he fails. He makes himself God's enemy, even that of the
79LW5,45; WA 43,459. SeeJiingel: "Briefly, the differentiation between God and
God can never be understood as a contradiction in God" (Godas the Mystep ofthe W O F ~ ~ ,

346).
80LW 2,45; WA 42,294-295.
"LW 12,312.
"Ibid.

revealed God. So in this lies the identity of the hidden God and the
revealed God. The hidden God directs us away from himself, so that
the person elevating himself to him must necessarily become God's
enemy and insofar likewise directs us away from the hidden God. The
revealed God points us to himself and insofar likewise directs us away
from the hidden God. The revealed God directs us to his revelation
in the man Jesus, where he awaits people as a friendly God. The
hidden God and the revealed God correspond to each other,precisely
in the center of this apparent contradiction. Both teach us to
understand: "What is beyond us is no business of ours."
Both as the hidden deity and as the revealed deity, the One God directs
us away from hunself when we seek to grasp him above hls human life,
toward himself as he defines himself in the incarnate Word.

The Hiddenness $Love
The d~stinctionbetween hidden God and revealed God constitutes for
Luther a paradox, in virtue of which even in God's human or precise
hiddenness God remains the dwinely unsearchable and unapproachable
majesty in whose presence humanity would be annihilated unless we take
refuge in God's love that has appeared in Christ. God's gracious act of
hidmg in the cross uncovers for faith the hiddenness of love which is
painful or passible. The precise hiddenness in the cross of Christ is thus for
Luther a predicate of the revelation of God's love. In Jenson's words:
"[God] defines his hiddenness, and thus he makes it speakable, and speaks
it, as the hiddenness of
The incarnate Christ is the happening of
God's love-a love that suffers God's own wrath so as to create a people
of mercy. God in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ, h s flesh and blood
God, the revealed God, in suffering for us overcomes the hidden God and
abolishes the terror of the hidden God forever.85Christ has entered the
*?iingel, "Quae JKpra nos, nihi/ ad nos," 241. Cf. John Diuenberger, God Hi&n and
Reveajed The Reinterpretation of Luther 3 Deus Absconditus for Rehgious Thought
(Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1953), 55-70.
'?enson, 28.
85Gerrish, 222. See Ronald Goetz, "The Suffering of God: The Rise of a New
Orthodoxy," ChrCcn 103 (1986): 285-286. Goetz is right to identify the hidden God as
"an inscrutable impassible, divine sovereignty" who devours sinners without regret. But
he fails to grasp Luther's emphasis which sets the revealed God against the hidden
God. God as sheer naked and impassible abstraction is an inescapable terror for us,
which can only be overcome by the revealed God. Luther's affmation that God
suffers is set in the context of the distinction between the revealed God and the hidden
God. The mask of the impassible and naked God is overcome as the believer is grasped
by the preached or clothed God who truly suffers. Faith lays hold of the crucified God
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terrifying abyss of the abscondmg God as he laments in the cry of
dereliction on the cross: ''My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
(Ps 22)." The Son's true "image" is seen in his willingness to communicate
the essence of God's love by being forsaken. There in Gethsemane, Christ
"struggles with hunself ';he struggles against the hidden God, suffers and
overcomes the hidden God for us on the cross. The depth of God's love
is disclosed precisely in this distinction in God wherein "God struggles
against himself' for our sake.&Faith grasps the true essence of God's love
w i b this distinction; it lays hold of the crucified God who has conquered
the impassible,naked God for us in concrete actuality. God's "omnipotent
love" suffers and conquers his own wrath when h s very Son accepts the
forsakenness, "thereby proving that He is the dearest Son, who gives this
to all if we but belie~e."~'So Luther's inquiry into the atonement is "not
whether there is a blood precious enough to pay God or even to the devil,
but whether God can actually give Himself in such a way to save
Reconciliation with God is made possible because the "incarnate and
human God," who is "the image of the grace of God against sin,"" has
acted to conquerthe hidden God, thereby removing fiom us the terror and
inscrutability of the hidden God (i.e., the absolute God).WIt is God in
hdmg hunself in Christ that overcomes his absolute hiddenness. It is only
in Christwhere God is revealed, that an enormous antinomy between God
hdden and God revealed occurs and is finally resolved. God incarnate in
Jesus has reconciled two sets of contraries--divine blessing and curse,
divine mercy and wrath, eternal life and death.
Parallel, Nat an Identity

The revealed God is economic and immanent: since God is known
through his works, the God-at-work (economic) is the God-revealed who
is none other than the immanent God. The God of the gospel
corresponds to the immanent God whose essence is located in the
who has conquered the impassible God for us in concrete actuality.
&SeeWA 45,370: ''ah (Gefbsemane) streydf Gott mid Gott."

"LW 42,107; WA 2,691,18-19.
88GerhardForde, "Luther's Theology o f the Cross," in Christian Dogmatics, ed. C.
E. Braaten and R. W Jenson (Minneapolis:Fortress, 1984), 2: 51.
gOForde,TheolbgvitForProc~afion,
22: See also idem, where he states:"The rleu5 nuhs,
the rle~sab~conck'tus,the God of wrath, has virtually to be overcome by the 'clothed God.'
.. .Theological theory cannot tear the mask from the fice of the hidden God. One cannot
see through God's wrath" ("Keconciliationwith God," in Christian Dogmatics, 2: 71).

incarnate Son. Because the absolute hiddenness of God causes us to flee
from the hidden God's death-causing powers to the revealed God inJesus
Clmst, some interpreters have understood the dlstinction between God
hdden and God revealed to be the distinction between law and gospel.9'
However, since law and gospel belong to the work (alien and proper) of the
revealed God, there is here only a parallel, not an identity. The dtstinction,
then, between law and gospel must not be equated with the distinction
between God hdden and God revealed because law and gospel both
belong to the revealed God. Both law and gospel, in Luther's view, are
instruments for the salvation in Christ, the law being merely the &en work
of the God of the gospel. The negative aspect of the absolute God and of
the law is not the same. The law condemns, truly condemns, but so that we
might be saved. The paradox of God's bemg is that God kiUs in order to
make alive (1 Sam 26). "Therefore you are being afflicted by ths prison
(i.e. the law), not to do you harm but to re-create you through the Blessed
Offspring."" The law is not against God's promises, but leads to those
promises. In Galatians Luther writes of God's double activity:
This does not mean that it was the chief purpose of God in giving the
Law only to cause death and damnation. . . . For the Law is a Word
that shows life and drives us toward it. Therefore it was not given
only for the sake of death. But this is its chief use and end: to reveal
death, in order that the nature and enormity of sin might thus become
apparent. It does not reveal death in a way that takes delight in it or
that seeks to do nothing but kill us. No, it reveals death in order that
men may be terrified and humbled and thus fear. . . . Therefore the
function of the Law is only to kill, yet in such a way that God may be
able to make alive. Thus the Law was not given merely for the sake
of death; but because man is proud and supposes that he is wise,
righteous, and holy, therefore it is necessary that he be humbled by
the Law, in order that this beast, the presumption of righteousness,
may be killed, since man cannot live unless it is killedY3
The annihilating knowledge of God revealed in the law is causally useful
if and when it drives us into the arms of Christ. God corresponds to
himself precisely in these two contradictory activities: the h e n work and
the proper work; the former leads to the latter."
"See Bernhard Lohse,where he argues that Luther's distinctionbetween God hidden
and God revealed corresponds to his distinction between Law and gospel (MartinLuther
and Work, ttans. R. C. Schultz [Philadelphia:Fortress, l986],17 1).
A n Introhdion to HiJ
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Predestination
Luther is not speculating when he speaks about God's wrath or the
inscrutability of God's absolute hiddenness. He insists that this God is
attested by Scripture (e.g., Matt 22:14). The hiddenness of the hidden
God lies not in his wrath, which is known, but rather in the basis for
this wrath. Why, Luther asks, in responding to Erasmus, does God save
so few and damn so many? The question of election is raised by the
gospel itself. Why do some and not others receive the benefits of C h s t ?
Luther speaks of how he has stumbled in utter despair over the problem
of predestination." The fact of God's election is revealed, but the why
of God's nonelection is hldden. What is revealed is the basis for God's
election, God's love; what is hidden is the reason why God also works
nonelection. God reserves to hunself his sovereign freedom to
determine who and what. The hidden will is the divine counterpart of
human inquiry: Why some and not others? To pursue this question
according to unbelief, Luther avers, only runs one against the
"concealed and dreadful will of God, who, by his own design, ordains
whom he wills." On the other hand, faith will reverently adore h s
"most awesome secret of the divine majesty, reserved to hunself alone
Luther warns against unbeliefs speculation
and forbidden to
about God's justice and will, that is, to seek God's will apart from God's
acts in C h s t . He calls this logcal casuistry a theology of glory which no
longer distinguishes between God hidden and God revealed. About
God himself and what he might do in his absolute majesty, we do not
know. We must observe Luther's Socratic dictum: "What is above us is
none of our business."
When Luther says no other God, he means the God who hides in the
incarnate Son, the God with whom we have to do. What to do about the
hidden will of the hidden God? Nothing, except cling to the revealed God,
who is at once the hidden God. The antinomy between them cannot be
resolved by theological edifice, but only by faith, fleeing Crom the
inscrutabihty of the hidden God to the God of mercy in Christ. When the
believer's conscience faces anxiety or terror in the face of the hidden God,
God does not reach him through theological efforts, but in the flesh and
blood of the crucified Christ who comes as a baby in the manger and
whose life culrmnates on the cross. The only practically secured basis,
Luther avers, is to cleave to the clothed deity, to " b e p from below, from
95SeeWA 18,684'32, as cited in Gerrish, 272.
%Ibid.

the Incarnate Son," who has overcome the naked God for us if we but
believe. This he stresses in the Preface to Romans:
When you arrive at chapter 8 [of Romans], dominated by the cross
and passion of Christ, you wiU learn the right way of understanding
of divine (predestination) in chapters 9,10, and 11and the assurance
it gives. If we do not feel the weight of the passion, the cross, and the
death we cannot cope with the problem of [predestination], without
either hurt to ourselves or secret anger with God."

Conclusion
To seek God outside of the clothed God is to "run off to a place where
there is neither Word, faith, and Spirit or knowledge of God," and
eventually end up "in the midst of hell, death, and sin.'7g8God's mercy has
triumphed over God's wrath, and this is revealed to faith: "For all of tlus
takes place in the heart and conscience, where there is no work and no

97See"Preface to the Romans, 1522," in M d i n hther: .fehdionJfim His Wn'tings, ed.
and intro. J. Dillenberger (New York: Doubleday, 1961), 32. For a thorough study of
Luther's doctrine of predestination, see Fredrik Brosche, Lvther on Pndestinatin (Sweden:
University of Uppsala Press, 1978); Klaus Schwarzwaller, Theohgra Cmn'~:b b e r Lchre von
Pra&sfindioon nach De servo arbitrio (h4iinchen: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1970); Harry J.
McSorley, U b e r Rzgbt or Wmng (New York: Newman, 1969);Robert Shofner, "Luther on
The Bonhge oftheWik An Analytical-CriticalEssay," S F 2 6 (1973): 24-39; Linwood Urban,
'Was Luther a ThoroughgoingD e t e r m i n i s t F P 22 (1971): 113-139; Egil Grislis, "Martin
Luther's View of the Hidden God: The Problem of the Deuj Ab.rconrk'tu~in Luther's
Treatise De ~emourbitrio," McComickQuafler~21 (1967): 81-94. Gerhard Forde points out
the difference between Luther and Barth, in that the former keeps intact the tenor of the
hidden God, asserting a real doctrine of predestination, whereas the latter attempts to
theologically banish the terror of such a deity. He writes: 'That Barth's attempt is valiant
and brilliant goes without saying. But does it succeed? Perhaps the quickest answer is the
reception of Batth's theology. It has not been perceived, finally or generally, as the lifting
of the burden of 'God' from human backs. Indeed, in its insistence on 'revelation alone'
it seemed to most to make the burden more oppressive. Luther's contention that one
cannot penetrate the mask [of the hidden God] is borne out. Instead of banishing the deus
iPJG (God himself), one succeeds only in mixing kim with the deur n v e h t l j (the revealed
God) and making matters worse. Only the historical, concrete, suffering and dying Jesus
can save us from the wrath of the d m ips. Only the revealed God can save us from the
hidden God. Theology cannot do it" (''Reconciliation with God," in Chrisran Dogmatics,
271). Timothy George, a notable Luther scholar, observes that Luther does not shrink
from a doctrine of double predestination (Theohg ofthe reformer^ p a s h d e : Broadman,
1988],77). McGrath shares the same view with George-both a f f m the notion of the
hiddenness of the inscrutable God as ontologically constitutive of Luther's theology of the
cross (Luther's Theolbgy oftbe Cms, 166-172).

98LW 12,322.

work enter^."^ Faith means to flee from the absolute God to God in
C h s t . Faith means precisely to be grasped by the clothed God in the face
of the terror of the absolute God. The anddating being of the hidden
God is overcome for the believer by the loving God-the one and same
God who has reached h s intended goal: to create a people no longer under
God's wrath. And faith follows in trust this action of God. The sinner in
h u d t y believes that sin no longer exists, and the divine wrath is placated
on account of God's redeeming act. This true knowledge constitutes faith
and is saving where a creature knows that this conqueringaction has been
done for him.It is only by knowing God in Christ, that is, according to
Luther, the only way God wants us to know bun, that the knowledge of
God-"this
God, t h s God-man"-is
saving knowledge. The saving
knowledge of faith in Christ is that which constitutes the ultimate reality
and meaning in Luther's theology.
%W 19,60 and 44 (Treatise on Jon.,1525).

